








most like to persuade others to think the way you do. As you describe the news

item, be sure to explain why you care about this issue. If your triad has trouble

deciding which of you should go first, start with the person with the longest

hair. You have 15 minutes.”

Check that students are on task.

As students begin sharing their ideas for persuasive essays in their small

groups, stop first at the table where the students who haven’t done the home-

work or who were absent are working, making sure they understand their task.

To help them catch up with the rest of the class and get ready for today’s lesson,

instruct students to choose quickly and to begin sharing what they found and

why they care about this issue as soon as possible. They can always change

their minds about topics to write on later.

Move around among the groups, listening for an example that you can use to

help the whole class begin to think about organizing a persuasive argument.

Alert students when 5 and 10 minutes have passed to ensure that everyone has

a chance to talk.

It is usually better not to choose a student whom others already believe is an

outstanding writer. By selecting a student who does not ordinarily stand out,

you can both build his confidence as a writer and help others see that they 

can all be successful on this assignment. When you find a seed idea you think

will work well, ask the student if she would mind if you used her idea with the

whole class. You can promise the student that

the class will be doing some of her

work for her.

Identify what you want stu-

dents to learn in today’s les-

son on getting organized.

Revisit David Brooks’ essay to

see how a sophisticated writer

organizes his ideas.

“Could I please have your

eyes and ears front and cen-

ter?  Thank you, students. As

I eavesdropped on your con-

versations, I heard a lot of

terrific ideas. You know, it

won’t be cheating to use an

issue that someone else

shared in your group for 

your own essay. Just because

you are writing about the

same news item doesn’t

mean you will be writing 

the same essay.
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What do you do with students who

didn’t complete their homework as-

signment and arrive without any

ideas for their persuasive essays?

To help these students—some of

whom may have been absent on the

previous day—keep up with the

class, I bring in a stack of newspa-

pers and have the students look for

issues they care about while the rest

of the class is working in triads dis-

cussing possible writing topics.

WHEN THINGS GO AWRY
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“The next step we need to take is to create a framework for our essays. You all

know that every essay has a beginning, middle, and end; but there are many

different ways you can structure these essential pieces. The most important

question writers ask themselves when planning is, ‘What kind of organizational

structure would best support my persuasive purpose?’ Let’s look again at the

David Brooks essay we read yesterday. In your groups please discuss what you

notice about the organization of ‘Your Brain on Baseball.’ Feel free to mark up

the text as you identify supporting evidence. You have 10 minutes.”

Reconvene when the time is up and discuss the essay’s structure.

“Shall we come together once more?” (Wait until all eyes are on you.) “So what

did you notice? How did Brooks structure his essay?”

Jenny’s hand shoots up. “Well, it sure wasn’t a five-paragraph essay.”

“No, it isn’t. Did it seem organized to you, though, Jenny?”

“Yeah, kinda. I mean, he talks about baseball and then about how the

brain works and then about baseball again and then about intelligence

and then about baseball again and then puts it all 

together at the end. It wasn’t confusing to read, just hard to explain.”

“So an essay can be organized without following an outline or other traditional

structure. What held Brooks’ ideas together then?”

Jorge has an answer. “It seemed like he was talking on paper about some-

thing he was thinking about. The essay takes you step by step through his

argument, so maybe that’s how he organized his ideas. It’s like he goes,

‘Here’s what I saw. Here’s what I read. Here’s what I think. Here’s what

baseball players do. Here’s what else I know.’ See? Kind of like he’s walk-

ing us through the steps.”

Use a selected student’s idea for a persuasive essay to model how a writer considers a

working organizational plan.

“Let’s hold onto Jorge’s idea about how an essay can unfold for a reader while

we look at the issue Max plans to develop into a persuasive essay. Max, could

you come up and explain the news item you found and explain why you care

about this issue?”

Max shares with the class an article on teenage obesity and explains how

he thinks young people should stop eating so much junk food because the

bad habit could do permanent damage to their health.

“You really seem to care about this issue, Max. Do you have any idea how you

might organize the paper to persuade readers to think as you do?”
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SUCCESSFUL GROUP WORK

One reason group work sometimes

founders is that we give students too

much time for a task. When students

are pressed for time I find they are

more likely to get down to business

sooner and less likely to wander into

gossip. I always give students a

shorter period of time than I believe

they will actually need to complete

the work and then have them beg for

more. I want students to feel that

our work has urgency, that there is

no time for lollygagging.
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Max hesitates, but Jenny, who was part of Max’s triad, is bursting to offer

a suggestion. “What if you opened with scary statistics about diabetes and

gastric bypass surgery gone wrong and other gross things that can hap-

pen when people are obese?”

“I like that,” Max responds, “but I was thinking about re-telling this story

from the article first.”

“Why?” Jenny asks.

“Well, I thought that would put a face on the prob-

lem. You’d have to think about a real person getting

fatter and fatter and still eating. Then I could add

statistics and stuff later. I’d need more information

for that, though.”

“How else might Max organize his essay?”

Andre offers, “You could lay out the problem in 

your introduction and then have most of your 

essay be about ways kids could eat healthier—like 

a section on the problem, then a couple of sections

on solutions.”

I interject: “That would be a really effective plan, Andre. Another kind of essay

might do it the other way around and have several paragraphs about different

aspects of the problem of teenage obesity, saving the solution for the conclu-

sion. There is no one “right” way to do this. What makes an organizational

structure “right” is if it will carry your argument forward and persuade readers

to think the way you do.”

Assign homework.

Have students begin in class the work you want them to complete as home-

work. In small groups have them discuss how they might begin to 

organize their ideas for their persuasive essays.

“Before we begin drafting our essays tomorrow, you need to

sketch out a plan. It is likely that you will change the plan as

you write, but having a framework to work from will help you

proceed. Please copy this simple graphic organizer from the

board onto a sheet of paper.

“In the last 10 minutes of class, please turn to the friends who

have given you so much help already today and offer one an-

other ideas about how your persuasive essays might best take

shape. Any questions?”

LESSON 2     GETTING ORGANIZED    13 /

GRAPHIC ORGANIZERS

Graphic organizers can be powerful

tools for helping students see the

shape of their think-

ing and organize

their ideas. Through

overuse, many stu-

dents have begun to

see them as more

“fill in the blanks”

worksheets.

To avoid this, rather

than handing out

forms for students

to complete, I ask

students to draw

their own organ-

izer on a blank

sheet of paper. The goal is not to cre-

ate a perfectly filled-in graphic or-

ganizer, but to achieve organized

thinking.

Though you have tried your best to help students get organized, a

few may still be foundering, feeling that their ideas don’t quite fit

within the frameworks suggested. Some of these students may be re-

luctant to ask for help in front of peers.

What to do?

I give students my e-mail address and invite them to send me a mes-

sage if they are having difficulty getting organized. Almost inevitably,

what happens is that as students describe the problem, they begin to

solve it for themselves. A short reply message in which I applaud the

new tack they want to take and encourage them to keep working is

usually all that is required of me.

HELP IS AN E-MAIL 
MESSAGE AWAY

Beginning

Middle

End
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l e s s o n  2

PA C I N G  P L A N

Getting Organized

Create the Context
Connect today’s lesson on getting organized with what students learned yesterday

about gathering ideas.

Share and Consider
Ask students refer to their homework notes and share their best ideas for a topic in 

triads.

Discuss
Revisit the persuasive essay and discuss how a sophisticated writer organizes his or her

ideas.

Model
Discuss a selected student’s idea for a persuasive essay and model how a writer crafts

a working organizational plan. Consider a number of possible organizations.

Assign Homework/Answer Questions
Set up the homework assignment and have students begin the work you want them to

complete for homework. Ask students to discuss in small groups how they might begin

to organize their ideas for their persuasive essays.
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Active Session

Expired Time

Remaining Time
in the Hour

Based on a 55-minute Lesson

5 MINUTES

15 MINUTES

10 MINUTES

15 MINUTES

10 MINUTES
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